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ETERNAL DICTATES
The "Other" of Blakean
Inspiration
Mark S. Lussier

The most sublime act is to set an[-]other h^ore you.
— William Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell
The Voice of the Other
^^jarly in 1787, William Blake's brother Robert, although
nursed by William for a fortnight, succumbed to
consumption. The event proved formative and, while
not often addressed by Blake directly, impacts in complex ways
the structure and content of his thought; after all, Blake
attributed to his departed brother that "transmission of
knowledge" that led to the illuminated printing process itself,
the textual foundation upon which "future generations" have
stood,' Blake's sole direct reference to Robert's spiritual
' David V. Erdman, ed., The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake (Garden
City: Anchor Books, 1982), 729. Subsequent references will appear parenthetically
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presence, in an 1800 letter to William Hayley, explains the
nature of this on-going relationship and its impact on his
designs:
Thirteen years ago, I lost a brother & with his spirit I
converse daily & hourly in the Spirit. & See him in my
remembrance in the regions of my Imagination. I hear
his advice & even now write from his Dictates[.] (Letter
to William Hayley, 6 May 1800; E 705)
According to J. T. Smith's Biographical Sketch, Robert revealed
the method to William during a postmortem visit to Blake's
visionary imagination,^ and it establishes a pattern. Blake also
visually records this relationship in Milton in two illustrations.
The first plate is identified as Blake's own ("WILLIAM"), where
Milton, in the form of the star, descends into Blake's left foot.
The fiery passage of one poet's descent into another is
accompanied by illumination, with red light cast on the clouds
and a yellow tint forming the star's tail. The second plate is
identified as his brother's ("ROBERT"), where the star is
reduced in scale and illumination, and the plate is devoid of
color, except for the stark contrast of black and white. In
regard to the engraved lines, with the exception of the names,
the plates are inverse mirror images of each other, with visual
differences confined to coloring, with the letter both darker and
less distinct. As Blake's earlier words make clear, these images
offer a statement about mind and the unconscious; Robert's
image mirrors Blake's but inversely. In this way, they are in
one another, and consciousness can be continually informed
from the unconscious that can be resurrected in consciousness,
a la Freud's analysis of his own dreams.
in the text with Erdman abbreviated by "E."
^ Mona Wilson, The Life of William Blake (New York: Cooper Square Publishers,
1969), 22.
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Blake willingly takes dictation from those resurrected in the
infinite and eternal regions of imagination by willfully placing
himself under erasure to allow an "other" to speak. In other
words, Blake claims to have received the metal body of his
poetic presence, the inversely inscribed and corroded copper
plate, through dictation from an other, his dead brother. The
event helped crystallize for Blake similar visionary visitations in
his childhood, and while a certain amount of skepticism seems
called for in regard to the imaginary and realistic layers of
Blake's claim, the pattern itself, which began with Robert's loss,
constantly reasserts itself as a structural principle at the
foundation of the poet's creativity and its expression. This
pattern—self-erasure as the path to verbal presence—constitutes
the frame encompassing Blake's psycho/mythic/historical
interrelation of inner and outer phenomena.
Erasure of subjective presence, or what Blake calls "selfannihilation" in Milton, lurks at the core of his visionary
poetics:
I have written this Poem from immediate Dictation
twelve and sometimes twenty or thirty lines at a time
with Premeditation & even against my Will, the Time it
has taken in writing was thus rendered Non Existent. &
an immense Poem Exists which seems to be the Labour
of a long Life all produced without Labour or Study. I
mention this to shew you what I think the Grand Reason
of my being brought down here [.] (Letter to Thomas
Butts, 25 April 1803; E 728)
As Blake goes on to explain in the letter, the process of selfannihilation and its dictatorial outcomes requires that we
become "Secretar[ies to the] Authors [of] Eternity" (E 729).
The practice of taking dictation from an other, then, equally
undei^irds Blake's visionary agenda and the mode of convey-
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ance as revealed in his own practices.
^

^

^

^ ^

^

^

The Textual Other
Blake confronts readers with a textual object composed of
verbal and visual elements, a type of crafted schizophrenia at its
core. He compels readers to enter and follow its dictates, even
though those dictates often "unfold...dark visions of torment."
Small wonder that Blake found few sympathetic readers in his
own day. However, Blake knew, judging from his letters and
annotations, that eventually those "future generations" would
"[forgive] what [they did] not approve, & [love] [him] for th[e]
energetic exertion of [his] talent" {Jerusalem Plate 4, E 145).
Once engaged in the mental strife of the text, readers initially
"become what they behold" {The Four Zoas 53; 26; E 336)—frag
mented and alienated like the composite text or the four
zoas—then strive to bridge the splits and fissures embodied in
the textual other, discovering, as they receive its dictations in
the process, elements of themselves in the text before them. In
this way, the textual other, as Paul Youngquist has discussed,
mirrors the mental arena of the reading process and reflects
Blake's transference of his own schizophrenia into material
form: "By making madness an artistic phenomenon, [Blake]
masters it, securing health and renewed happiness by the margin
of his myth."^
Blake's understanding of this phenomenon, founded upon his
practical skills of printing and engraving, now seems uncannily
postmodern, for his poetic principle, announced time and again,
unfolds through "dictation" that articulates "the desire of the
other. The text reflects the dictates of the author and those
' Paul Youngquist, Madness and Blake's Myth (University Park: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1989), 102.
^ In both his representation of received information and in his transference of this
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that dictate to him; the text then embodies this process to
force readers to render conscious the unconscious assumptions
about point-of-view. Reading and viewing the text, they
transfer its schizophrenic experience to any readers passing
within the textual gaze. Inspiration so conceived and embodied
expresses a literary counter-tradition founded upon, in Michel
De Certeau's term, an aesthetic principle of heterology.'

Discourse of the Other
The schizophrenic reading experience Blake envisions promotes,
in the words of Geoi^es Poulet, a textual effect wherein "[our]
consciousness [is] astonished by an existence which is not
[our's], but which [we] experience as though it were [our's]."'
In a text like The Four 2oas, the unified primeval man Albion
process into the text to be apprehended by readers, Blake enacts a central tenet in
Lacan's psychoanalytic positioning of the subject: "Man's desire is the desire of the
other." Jacques Lacan, Ecrits: A Selection (New York: W. W. Norton, 1977), 58,
330.
' As Wlad Godzich so aptly observes in his "Foreword" to Certeau's Heterologies:
Discourse on the Other (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), the term
helps bring into focus "a philosophical counter-tradition that, in shorthand, could
be described as being deeply suspicious of the Parmenidean principle of the identity
of thought and being" (vh).
' Georges Poulet, "Criticism and the Experience of Interiority," Reader-Response
Criticism: From Formalism to Post-Structuralism, ed. Jane P. Tompkins (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980), 48. Reading Blake's texts becomes a
"sublime" experience remarkably close to Hugh J. Silverman's description of a
"textual sublime": "The textual sublime operates in this space of difference both
estabhshing the identity of the critical text and the respeas in which it raises
philosophical issues that are not identical with the text, that lie at the margins of
the text, and that open up the text itself." "Introduaion," The Textual Sublime:
Deconstruction and Its Differences, ed. Hugh J. Silverman and Gary E. Aylesworth
(Albany: State University Press of New York, 1990), xi. V. A. De Luca specifically
discusses this aspea of text in "A Wall of Words: The Sublime as Text," Unnam'd
Forms: Blake and Textuality, ed. Nelson Hilton and Thomas A. Vogler (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1986), 218-41.
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fragments into four, who subsequently fragment as well, over
and over, until narrative voices have proliferated to proportions
difficult (if not impossible) to master. In these latter prophe
cies, which repeatedly present structural transformations of this
singular theme of fragmentation, schizophrenia is demanded of
all who enter.
A good example of this heterological principle in action is
the "Preludium" to The Book of Urizen. In 1794, seven years
following Robert's death, Blake had completed his deconstructive reading of the desire for material presence in The Book of
Urizen and established this discourse of the other as the portal
through which readers enter this textual "other":
Eternals, I hear your call gladly
Dictate swift winged words, & fear not
To unfold your dark visions of torment.
("Preludium" to The Book of Urizen, 1794)
This process of inspiration corresponds to the prior visit from
Robert, with the exception that the other voice is now
anonymous and eternal; however, the placement of this in
spiriting process immediately prior to Blake's deconstruction of
the drive for identity preconditions readers' receptivity to yield
consciousness to the textual other and plunges them into the
monomaniacal pursuit of identity explored in the story of
Urizen. Urizen, as most know, attempts to erect identity on
the eradication of difference and the subjugation of alterity, as
seen at the end of chapter two:
Let each chuse one habitation;
His ancient infinite mansion;
One command, one joy, one desire.
One curse, one weight, one measure
One King, one God, one Law.^
' William Blake, The Book of Urizen, ed. Kay Parkhurst Easson and Roger Easson
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Blake's opening evocation of received dictation functions as a
contra-diction to that of Urizen; it encourages the sacrifice of
monology in preference for heterology, with the assumption
that these eternal voices of the other presented in dreams
oxymoronically provide illumination in their presentation of
"dark visions of torment."
How does one access this heterological discourse.^ Where
does this other speak? What renders this dictation eternal?
Blake answers these questions in the opening lines of Jerusalem'.
Of the Sleep of Ulro! and of passage through
Eternal Death! and of the awaking to Eternal Life.
This theme calls me in sleep night after night, & ev'y
morn
Awakes me at sun-rise, then I see the Saviour over me
Spreading his beams of love, & dictating the words of
this mild song. (Jerusalem 4: 1-5; E 146)
The content of eternal dictates is derived from the realm of
sleep, is manifest in dreams, and this dream discourse, tracing
the symbolic parameters of heterologies within and without the
individual, is conceived as the eternal state of the Subject in situ.
The eternal dream discourse provides an individual expression
of the visioning subject's passage from death (at birth/the
material) to life (at death/the eternal), a typically inverted
romantic paradigm for the subject's fall into what Blake terms
"Generation," one much like that mapped in Wordsworth's
"Intimations of Immortality" ode. In the case of Jerusalem,
Jesus as savior dictates "the words of this mild song," but the
messianic embodiment must be placed in the context of Blake's
Laocoon engraving. In the verbal margins, Blake argues that
"The Old & New Testaments are the Great Code of Art," that
(Boulder: Shambhala, 1978), 38. This plate was both included and excluded in
surviving copies of the text, and "In no copy of Urizen does Blake clarify the
chapter organization completely" (42).
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"Jesus & his Apostles & Disciples were all Artists," and that
"The Eternal Body of Man is The Imagination" (E 273-4).

Alterity and Subjectivity
Blake's practice of dictation, once textually grounded, functions
as (and reflects) a viable cultural praxis, rendering the thrust of
his writing as being "other" driven but psychologically and
culturally mimetic. Eternity, relocated from an exterior to an
interior phenomena, is accessed through dreams, which open
onto the immortal realms of thought. For this reason, critics
have found psychological and psychoanalytic approaches
efficacious in probing the dimensions of Blake's work, for Blake
prioritizes the voice of the other in the regions of the mind
accessed during sleep and given shape in the infinite realms of
the imagination.®
Blake considered the articulations of
unconscious content that erupts forth in dreams as the "truth,"
and the conscious language of daily discourse as its "false"
reflection, since it is foiled in the realm of culture as Other.'
Blake turns away from this language, linguistic "mind-foi^'d
manacles" designed to outwardly suppress and inwardly repress
the individual, to embrace the imaginary exploration of the
hetetological universe of the unconscious and the "jouissance of
thought" found therein.
The inner state where the other
' Blake seems here to invert a process not formally articulated until Freud, namely
the relationship of dreams to waking life: "Even when our whole mind has been
filled with something, when we are torn by some deep sorrow or when all our
intellectual power is absorbed in some problem, a dream will do no more than
enter into the tone of our mood and represent reality in symbols." The
Interpretation of Dreams, trans. James Strachey (New York: Avon, 1965), 41.
' Catherine Clement, in her "reading" of Lacan's use of "Other," offers this
assessment: "O is the Other. You for me, me for you, anybody for anybody
else...You might call it—culture." The Lives and Legends of Jacques Lacan, trans.
Arthur Goldhammer (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983), 24.
Lacan, 142. The problem, as voiced in Blake's "The Land of Dreams," is to "get
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speaks, then, pre-exists the material construction of identity that
unfolds in "the Sea of Time and Space," and Blake terms this
pre-existing state, in the opening plates of Jerusalem, "The
Primeval State of Man" (E 146).
The prefatory "To the Public" in Jerusalem, in its very sub
heading, points to Blake's "desire of the other" and again places
dictation at the core of creative expression. The "Verse was
first dictated to me," Blake claims, in a "Monotonous Cadence
like that used by Milton & Shakspeare & all writers of English
Blank Verse" against which Blake rebels (E 145). Instead, Blake
"producefs] a variety in every line," which prompts his claim
that "Every word and every letter is studied and put into its
place...all are necessary to each other" (E 145-6). Like words
and letters, every human and all others are in "each other."
Mutual interdependence, in place of the individual indepen
dence, is offered as a pragmatic program that can achieve
measurable results, but only if we open ourselves to the other
discourse that speaks in dreams. The in-spiriting of departed or
absent others resurrected in the imagination becomes embodied
at the very bedrock of the text. This process defines a spiral
back to what inwardly pre-exists the emergence of the subject
into identity rather than to the pre-existent manacles of culture
that precede the appearance of the individual; the former is
repressed by the latter during the subject's emergence into
subjectivity itself. The prelude "To the Public" ends with
Blake's most direct public appeal to rebel against these outer
linguistic chains:
Poetry Fetter'd Fetters the Human Race! Nations are
Destroy'd, or Flourish, in proportion as Their Poetry
Painting and Music, are Destoy'd or Flourish! The
to the other side": "I also by pleasant Streams/Have wanderd all Night in the Land
of Dreams/But tho calm & warm the waters wide/I could not get to the other
side" (13-16; E 393).
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Primeval State of Man, was Wisdom, Art, and Science. (E
146)

Poetic traditions, like other empowered forms of language,
fetter the imagination rather than provide pliable forms capable
of embodying the re-engaged,"The Primeval State of Man."
Recalling the opening lines of Jerusalem, where Jesus/the
Imagination sings dictation, the primeval knowledge that "I am
in you and you in me" (E 146) lurks in dreams and must be
brought out of the unconscious into consciousness:
I am not a God afar off, I am a brother and friend;
Within your bosoms I reside, and you reside in me;
Lo! we are One; forgiving all Evil; Not seeking
recompense! (E 146)
We exist and speak in each other; the boundaries between self
and other are illusory, and the state of the primeval man is one
of unity that speaks in dreams.
Again and again, this inverse mirroring of self and other
occurs as a thematic concern of the later prophecies. In the
ninth night that concludes The Four Zoas, each zoa becomes
"Fourfold each in the other reflected they are named Life's in
Eternity/Four Starry Universes going forward from Eternity to
Eternity" (E 393). In Milton, the transitional portal to and from
eternity termed Beulah is partially defined by this condition and
explains the relation of TJOZ and emanation: "Two yet but one:
each in the other sweet reflected!" (E 113). Repeatedly in
Jerusalem, this principle re-appears.
One confronts the
seemingly spatial impossibility of the "great City of Golgonooza
[Blake's city of art]" conceived as fourfold, with directions
"[opening] Each within other toward the four points" of Eden,
Generation, Beulah, or Ulro (12: 46-50; E 156); as zoas
condense into "Nations & Peoples & Tongues" they exist
"Seven-fold each within other" (53: 8-10; E 202). It is a process
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of perception that requires "self-annihilation" like that
undertaken by the title character in Milton.

Heterology and Culture
The unconscious functions as a reservoir of heterological
discourse into which the imagination plunges in its desire for
the eternal and infinity, and immortality is found collectively
rather than individually, requiring an act of self-annihilation
that leaves the individual open to perceive and to act on this
discourse of the other." Of course, this insight returns my
essay to its opening portal, that "the most sublime act is to put
an[-]other before you." The bracketed dash dividing the term
"another" is my own, and its use should function as the path
toward an alternative interpretation of this specific proverb of
hell. Blake is not merely urging that we operate from a sense
of charity and goodwill, as Christian ethics propose, but rather
using the term "sublime" to describe this act (an experience
grounded in "astonishment"), embodying in a single proverb the
themes of this discussion." Re-phrasing the proverb in light of
" Blake's primeval man, in his/her imfragmented state, bears a strong resemblance
to what Julia Kristeva, following Plato, terms the semiotic chora-, Blake proposes
that the originary state of the primeval man, present in the unconscious, was "Art,
Wisdom, and Science"; Kristeva proposes that the originary state of the chora
"lends itself to phenomenological, spatial intuition and gives rise to a geometry[.]...the chora, as rupture and articulations (rhythm), precedes evidence,
verisimilitude, spatiahty and temporahty." Revolution in Poetic Language (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1984), 25-6. For both Blake and Kristeva, the
primeval or choric state "precedes and underlies figuration and thus specularization" (Kristeva 26), which discloses "Art, Wisdom, and Science" as born in its
"rupture and articulations." The drive to discover the latent content of this
primordial reservoir of perceived phenomena disengages from the world of cause
and effect, from signifying chains, to re-engage the heterologically configured
unconscious that slips beyond conscious control.
Samuel H. Monk, "The Sublime: Burke's Enquiry,^ Romanticism and
Consciousness, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: W. W. Norton, 1970), 24.
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the preceding discussion, the most astonishing act is to willingly
sacrifice your self through an act of self-annihilation, which
permits entry into alterity and which creates the conditions
from which the discourse of the other can speak. This mental
act can be re-enacted as an ethic or cultural practice on the
planes of generation, until " Friends Die for each other"
{Jerusalem 48; 56; E 197).
This slight alteration of interpretation, as is usual with
Blake's poetry and prose, has a ripple effect, where a seemingly
insignificant change somewhere in the Blakean "Sea of Time and
Space" (even a single line from The Marriage of Heaven and
Hell), eventually touches the widest horizons of his thought; in
this case, it points to the alterities and heterologies that abound
in Blake's work, fusing and dividing vortically from eter
nity/infinity to an isolated perceiving Subject. The path back
to eternity/infinity is through the willed act of placing an other
before you, requiring the sacrifice of what Blake calls selfhood
in an act of self-annihilation; the act yields what might be
termed, following Lacan, "thought [a]s puissance^-.
Thought is puissance. What analytic discourse brings out
is this fact, which was already intimated in the philoso
phy of being—that there is a puissance of being."
Sacrifice of self is required to assume the position of the other,
which leads to the puissance of thought, and until one is
capable of leaving his or her narrowly configured identity to
enter the perspective of another, the dictates of eternity and
immortality will go unperceived. We would have, as Blake
states in a letter to Reverend Trusler, "rejectfed] that Species
of...Art which gives Existence to Every other namely Visions
of Eternity" (E 702).
" Feminine Sexuality: Jacques Lacan and the ecole freudienne, ed. Juliet Mitchell and
Jacqueline Rose; trans. Jacqueline Rose (New York: W. W. Norton, 1982), 142.
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Such a principle, once established as the foundation for our
cognitive processes and our relationships with others, would
allow all to perceive an ultimate responsibility (the ability to
respond) to others. Under such conditions "The worship of
God is. Honouring his gifts in other men each according to his
genius" (E 43). Our relationship to eternity and morality
would no longer be founded upon our mental projections from
within man-made structures like religion, which promote the
opposite of responsibility, a point Blake makes in the prosaic
"To the Christians" that begins chapter four of Jerusalem-.
I know of no other Christianity and of no other Gospel
than the liberty both of body & mind to exercise the
Divine Arts of Imagination....What is the Divine Spirit.^
is the Holy Ghost any other than an intellectual
Fountain?...What are the Treasures of Heaven which we
are to lay up for ourselves, are they any other than
Mental Studies & Performances?
Here, the only "other" Blake admits is "the liberty of both
body & mind to exercise the Divine Arts of Imagination," yet
this "other" interconnects to all others as conceived in the
poetry and discussed throughout this essay. The imagination,
roiling with countless other voices that erupt forth in dreams
and become embedded as a structure for poetic works, becomes
"an intellectual Fountain" that continually overflows with
heterological discourse, and we deny ourselves "the Treasures
of Heaven" when we enclose the "Mental Studies & Perfor
mances" of others within and without the perceiving individual.
The process, once embedded in a text, can function as "contra
diction" to more conscious structures of thought and culture,
thereby revealing the unconscious structures from which they
emerge. This is necessary, since such institutions, as if living
entities and not thoughts materialized, mirror the drive for
survival that pulses within each individual (in what Freud
termed "id" and what Carl Sagan described as the "reptilian
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cortex")." And so, both within and without, both in our
individual mental functions and in our collective material
projections, the drive for survival manifests itself unconsciously;
Blake seeks to harness this cognitive energy, tapping its vast
resources, and uses this information, taken through dictation
from the realm of the other, to inform individual and collective
consciousness.
" Sigmund Freud,
Outline of Psycho-Analysis, trans. James Strachey (New York:
W. W. Norton, 1949), 2; Carl Sagan, The Dragons of Eden (New York: Ballantine
Books, 1977), 58.

